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Once a prominent contributor to the nation’s coal industry, Kentucky coal mines are dwindling.[i] 
At one time, Kentucky was the third-largest coal-producing state for years, accounting for about 
10% of all U.S. coal production.[ii] Now, Kentucky accounts for about 5% of U.S. production, but 
contains one-fifth of all operating coal mines in the U.S.[iii] In 2009, coal mining employed 19,317 
people in Kentucky.[iv] However, by the most recent count, Kentucky coal mines employ only 
3,833 people. [v]
The slow death of coal mining in Kentucky presents a serious environmental challenge for the state. 
With one-fifth of all operating mines in the U.S. and major coal companies filing for bankruptcy in 
recent years, it seems more and more likely that Kentucky will be stuck doing the clean-up.[vi] 
Recently, the Blackjewel mine in Harlan County was forced to shut down, and Blackjewel’s parent 
company, Revelation Energy, declared bankruptcy.[vii]
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Subsequently, Revelation will terminate permits on more than 500 surface mines across the nation.
[viii] It’s clear that the Blackjewel mine in Harlan has not been properly reclaimed, and it seems 
unlikely that the company will do it.[ix] Revelation had “103 notices of non-compliances covering 
182 violations” in Kentucky from the U.S. Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement 
from July 2018 to June 2019.[x] At last count, Blackjewel’s bond amount, used both to secure coal 
mining permits form the state and for the cost of reclamation, was estimated to be $38 million short 
after the Kentucky Energy and Environment Cabinet reviewed just 20% of their permits in the 
state.[xi]
The Blackjewel mine is just one of the many abruptly shut down and improperly reclaimed mines 
that the state should expect in the future as the industry fades out of Kentucky. In 2020, the 
Department of the Interior provided Kentucky with $11.3 million to “clean up and repurpose 
abandoned coal mines.”[xii] While certainly “better than nothing,” it seems unlikely that this 
amount would even cover the mess left behind by Blackjewel. 
There is hope for Kentucky’s growing problem. The Biden administration has outlined plans to 
clean up abandoned mines and create “more than 250,000” jobs in local economies reclaiming mine 
sites and limiting their environmental impact.[xiii] While still too early to tell how these plans will 
be carried out in Kentucky and across the nation, they are surely welcome. As the industry’s decline 
continues and more companies go bankrupt, many of Kentucky’s mines will have to be reclaimed by 
Kentucky.
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